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This D’var Torah is inspired by an essay by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, 
of blessed memory.  

************ 
The Book of Bamidbar-Numbers began when the Jewish people 
departed Sinai and started their journey through the wilderness 
“on the first day of the second month, in the second year after 
the exodus from the land of Egypt…” (Num 1:1). Those first two 
years were spent traveling from Egypt to the base of Mt. Sinai.  

This week we study Matot and Masai, the last two Portions in the 
book of Numbers.  In Parsha Matot, the People of Israel are 
camped on the plains of Moab, across the Jordon River from the 
land of Israel. They camp there until Moses dies. 

Masai, the final Parsha in Bamidbar, contains a recital of the 42 
encampments made by the Israelites during the Exodus. There 
were 11 encampments during the first two years.  During the 
thirty eight years that transpired between the departure from 
Sinai and the Israelites’ arrival at Moab, the people made and 
broke camp 31 times.   

The book of Numbers contains ten portions.  Thirty-one of the 42 
encampments listed in Masai take place during the years covered 
by the book of Numbers.  It would seem nothing notable or 
significant took place in the 21 locations not covered by one of 
Bamidbar’s ten portions.   

But we are taught that everything in Torah is included for a 
reason.  The word Torah means “instruction,” “teaching” or 
“guidance.” (1)  So what is the instruction or guidance we receive 
from reading a list of encampments that do not relate directly to 
any events described in Torah?  

According to Google Maps, walking from Egypt to Israel would 
take between 5 and 19 days, depending on the route and pace.  
Yet the Israelites endured 40 years wandering in the desert.  
What kept them? 
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When we studied Parsha Sh’lach, the people were encamped 
within easy reach of the promised land.  Twelve spies were sent 
and ten returned with a fictitious report-fake news.  These ten 
spies encouraged the people to rebel against Moses.  It was this 
treachery that condemned the people to their 40 year journey.  
(See Num 14:28-39).  During those 40 years, the generation that 
had been slaves in Egypt died out, together with the 10 spies and 
the rebels they incited.  But the people also needed the following 
38 years to prepare for freedom. 

The Exodus physically liberated the Israelites from slavery.  But it 
did not free them emotionally. Slavery is one of the most horrific 
things humans impose on each other.  One reason for this is that 
enslavement steals a person’s initiative.  Slaves are fed, clothed 
and housed, although under terrible conditions.  But the 
taskmaster keeps the slaves alive to benefit from the nearly free 
labor they provide.  This bitter treatment teaches slaves to 
surrender personal responsibility for themselves and their 
families.   

We saw the result of this emotional enslavement from the outset 
of the Exodus.  When they left Egypt, the Hebrews were unable to 
feed themselves, find their way or to defend themselves—G-d 
destroyed the pursuing Egyptian army.  These conditions 
continued throughout the four books of Torah we have studied so 
far: the people complain of a lack of food, lack of water, fear of 
death at the hands of the pursuing Egyptians and other enemies, 
poor leadership, nepotism and many other complaints.   

It became clear to both G-d and Moses that physical liberation 
was not enough to emotionally free the Israelites.  They needed 
to learn HOW TO BE FREE—to assume responsibility to defend 
themselves, find food, water and shelter and learn to rely on their 
leaders until they could lead themselves.   

Masai’s opening, lengthy list of encampments does in fact teach 
us something, and as is the case when we study our ancient 
texts, something that is important to our lives today.  Reading 
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this list of the 42 Israelite encampments every year when we 
finish the book of Numbers, reminds us that physical liberation is 
only part of freedom.  We also need to be emotionally prepared 
for the responsibilities freedom carries with it.   

This may be what Nelson Mandela meant by the “Long Road to 
Freedom.”  The Dutch and British colonization of  South Africa 
lasted from 1652 until independence in 1961, but apartheid 
lasted until 1990. A total of 328 years!   

The British established Jamestown, their first colony in America in 
1607.  It took until 1776—169 years for independence to be 
declared.  And American slavery did not end until 1865—almost 
90 years after Independence.   

And as we sit here in our morning Minyan, the Ukrainian people 
are again on their long road to freedom as they fight Russia’s 
invasion.  In this journey, they deserve our continued help and 
support. 

The 40 year Exodus gave us our freedom from Egyptian tyranny.  
And the 42 encampments along the way provide a road map for 
all people on earth seeking their own freedom.  As Heinrich Heine 
(1797-1856,) said in the early 1800’s, “Since the Exodus, 
freedom has always spoken with a Hebrew accent.” (2) 

SOURCES 

Torah Reading for Matot-Massei, chabad.org (https://
www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading.asp?
aid=2495903&jewish=Matot-Massei-Torah-
Reading.htm&p=complete) 

(1)Sacks, Jonathan. Numbers: The Wilderness Years (Covenant & 
Conversation Book 4 at 5944) . The Toby Press. Kindle Edition.  

http://chabad.org
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading.asp?aid=2495903&jewish=Matot-Massei-Torah-Reading.htm&p=complete
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading.asp?aid=2495903&jewish=Matot-Massei-Torah-Reading.htm&p=complete
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading.asp?aid=2495903&jewish=Matot-Massei-Torah-Reading.htm&p=complete
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/torahreading.asp?aid=2495903&jewish=Matot-Massei-Torah-Reading.htm&p=complete


MATOT MASAI 2022/5782

(2) Quoted in: Sacks, Jonathan. Numbers: The Wilderness Years            
(Covenant & Conversation Book 4 at 6026) . The Toby Press. 
Kindle Edition.  


